THE MIDDLE AGES
the mediaeval serf occupied, as a dependent tenant, land held
by his forebears as freehold until they had been deprived of
the national warranty.
Yet another factor in the growth of the manorial system
was the rise of a military aristocracy. The Anglo-Saxon
militia or fyrd, consisting of peasant cultivators, was unable
to cope with the perpetual raids of the N9rthmen. A pro-
fessional force with leisure to fight and with the resources for
providing equipment grew indispensable. English society
came to be transformed by the permeation of feudal con-
ceptions. A threefold social division began to emerge in the
warriors who fought, the clergy who prayed and the peasants
who toiled. The ceorls, the peasant class, lost their former
standing and sank to the bottom of the new social hierarchy.
They were no longer called upon to fight save on rare occa-
sions; and once the warrior was differentiated from the
husbandman, the claim of the latter to be a full freeman
inevitably lapsed.
The various influences which in an haphazard and piece-
meal fashion were remoulding English rural society during
the early centuries of its growth were brought to a head
by the Norman Conquest. The Saxon lords were supplanted
by an alien aristocracy and only retained an inconsiderable
portion of their lands. The Normans were thus afforded an
opportunity to put into practice continental ideas with which
they had long been familiar. The door was opened to foreign
influences on an unprecedented scale, and the changes
effected in the structure of society were far-reaching. For the
unarmed cultivators of the soil the Conquest spelt disaster.
The mailed hand of the Norman lord pressed heavily upon
the English peasantry and forced them down into servitude.
The numerous class of freeholders which existed on the eve
of the invasion disappeared altogether in many parts: they
were degraded into villeinage and the sign of their altered
condition lay in the exaction of week-work. The position of
the bulk of the villagers, the class of villeins, still further
deteriorated. They were deprived of their personal status as
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